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ABSTRACT
Vosburg, Lindsay Michelle. M.A. The University of Memphis. August 2011. The
Sistrum as a Marker of the Divine Nature of Queenship in the Amarna Period. Major
Professor: Lorelei Corcoran, Ph.D.
This thesis examines the religious and political implications of changes to the
iconography of the sistrum, a musical instrument associated with the goddess Hathor,
during the Amarna Period (c. 1391–1323 BCE). In the reign of Amenhotep III and in
the early years of Akhenaten, sistra bore the traditional image of Hathor’s face and were
used by royal women in rituals. In the latter part of Akhenaten’s reign, however,
Hathor’s face was replaced by a papyrus umbel, and the queen no longer used the
instrument in religious ceremonies. The reign of Tutankhamun saw a return to religious
orthodoxy and in the use of the Hathor-headed sistrum by the queen. This evolution in
iconography and usage demonstrates two major shifts in power and influence: it
documents the exclusion of deities like Hathor during the Amarna era and it implies an
elevation to divine status of Akhenaten’s queen, Nefertiti.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
The idea for this research project came about as a result of my work in 2008-2010
with the American Research Center in Egypt (ARCE) on the Conservation of the
Akhenaten Talatat at Karnak Temple Project in Luxor, Egypt.1 The goal of the project
was to conserve and document approximately 16,000 talatat2 blocks, which were being
stored in a magazine at Karnak Temple. The magazine had been built abutting the
western wall of the Temple of Khonsu inside the larger Karnak Temple complex. The
magazine blocked access to this smaller temple, so at the time of the ARCE project, the
blocks were scheduled to be moved to a different location and the magazine was to be
demolished as part of a larger project to better facilitate tourism to the Temple of Khonsu.
While studying these blocks, I noticed that several of them included scenes of
individuals holding sistra with images of the goddess Hathor. I thought this was
intriguing because Akhenaten had forsaken the traditional Egyptian pantheon in favor of
worshipping a single, genderless solar deity, the Aten. The retention of this Hathoric
image appeared iconographically incongruous to Akhenaten’s other reforms. Why would
an image of this goddess be considered appropriate on a musical instrument depicted in
Akhenaten’s Aten temple complex at Karnak? Did the image of the goddess relate to the

1

The results of this project are currently being examined and entered into a computer
database. A full publication by Jocelyn Gohary and the American Research Center in Egypt
(ARCE) is forthcoming.
2

Talatat is the term used for the blocks employed in the building projects of Pharaoh
Amenhotep IV, who later changed his name to Akhenaten. They were smaller than most ancient
Egyptian building blocks in order to facilitate hasty construction of new temples and
administrative buildings. This is discussed in more detail in Section 2.1.

1

role of the female who held it? There were also two different types of sistra that were
depicted on the Karnak talatat: the naos-shaped sistrum and the arched, or loop, sistrum.3
Was there a distinction made between the naos and arched sistra? Was one form reserved
for the queen, while princesses used the other, or were different forms reserved for
different rituals and ceremonies?
I set about to answer these questions by examining all of the talatat dealt with in
my ARCE project and identifying all of those that preserved at least part of an image of a
sistrum in its decoration. Unfortunately, due to the talatat blocks’ small dimensions, most
of the blocks only preserved a very small part of a scene. It was often impossible to
discern whether a queen or princess was holding the sistrum, and therefore I could not
reconstruct the scenes based on my limited data. I did find some blocks in which
princesses held the naos sistrum, which disproved one of my early ideas that the naos
sistrum was reserved for Nefertiti because of its older history and more elaborate design.
It seemed, therefore, that there was no distinction between the two types of sistrum.
Because my data set was limited to 81 decorated blocks, and most of these only
contained a partial image of a sistrum, I decided to expand my thesis. Previous
scholarship on sistra did not fully address the sistra depicted in Akhenaten’s decorative
program. Some sources merely state that the sistra did not bear Hathor’s effigy at
Amarna4 and do not even mention that the sistra at Karnak feature the goddess’ image

3

These two types of sistra are discussed in Section 3.1.

4

Lise Manniche, Music and Musicians in Ancient Egypt (London: British Museum Press,
1991), 86; Flora Brooke Hesse, “The Iconography and Use of the Sistrum in the Pharaonic
Period,” (Master’s thesis, The University of Memphis, 2007), 42.

2

quite prominently. To understand the significance of this change from Karnak to
Amarna, I examined depictions of royal women with sistra from the pre- through postAmarna periods, starting with the reign of Amenhotep III and ending with Tutankhamun.
I wanted to see how the sistrum’s form, and possibly function, changed during this
transitional period. I examined many scenes on objects and in reliefs from both Thebes
and Amarna in which royal women use the sistrum (Table 1). These items are described
in Chapters 4 and 5. This catalog is by no means an exhaustive list of all representations
of sistra from this time. In fact, I did find several more examples that I chose not to
include because of their similarities with other scenes that had already been included.
This was to keep my research project within the breadth and scope of a Master’s thesis.
By expanding my project to study depictions of sistra from both Thebes and
Amarna in the reigns of three different pharaohs, rather than limiting myself to the talatat
at Karnak from the early years of Akhenaten’s reign, I was better able to understand how
the iconography of the sistrum developed and evolved. Not only did the sistrum’s
iconography change, but so did that of the royal females during this time. When Hathor’s
image was used on sistra, the queens incorporated other Hathoric elements into their
insignia to assimilate themselves with the goddess. After Hathor’s image had been
removed from the sistra, the queen5 also distanced herself from the goddess and took on
an iconography that exuded more power. She was shown not only as an equal to the
king, but also as having achieved divine status. Therefore this shift in the sistrum’s
iconography directly relates to the status of the queen and the concept of divine
queenship.
5

In this instance, I am referring only to the King’s Chief Wife, Nefertiti, as queen. The
king’s mother and secondary wives were not treated in the same manner.

3

For this study, I also examined representations of sistrum-players from other
periods, though they are not included in the catalog. The reason for this is that the
sistrum is most often depicted in two-dimensional form, painted on a wall or carved in
relief. Because of the nature of Egyptian two-dimensional art, it is often difficult to
distinguish between a figure’s right and left hands. In the reliefs studied in this thesis, it
appears to the author as if the sistrum is always held in the right hand while the figure’s
left arm hangs alongside the body. In trying to verify this, I examined three-dimensional
works of art featuring a figure holding a sistrum. Unfortunately, there are few statues of
sistrum-players that have been preserved. One pair of statues that satisfies these
requirements is of Tutankhamun, where the king is depicted as the god Ihy (fig. 1),
holding a raised sistrum in his right hand.6
Most of the three-dimensional examples of an individual holding a sistrum are
bronze statuettes of the goddess Bastet as a woman with the head of a cat. These
statuettes date to the Late Period (712-332 BCE).7 They all have the same form: the
goddess raising a sistrum in her right hand while holding an aegis to her breast with her
left hand (fig. 2).8 Additional examples are artifacts from the cult of Isis in Greece and
Rome that date to the first and second centuries CE. One notable statue from this group is

6

The Egyptian Museum, Cairo, JE 60731 (Carter no. 289C) and JE 60732 (Carter no.
275A). These statuettes are discussed in Chapter 4 of this thesis.
7

All date ranges in this thesis are approximations based on the chronology on pages 8-10
of Gay Robins, The Art of Ancient Egypt (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997).
8

The author found many examples of this statuette type in various museums around the
world. Some examples are in the British Museum (1903,0511.5; 1883,0906.6; 1946,1204.49;
1883,0906.6; 1894,1208.3), the Louvre (N 3857), the Metropolitan Museum of Art (45.4.5), the
Kunsthistorisches Museum (309; 4139; 6632), and the Rijksmuseun Van Oudheden (F
1949/12.4).

4

of the goddess Isis holding a situla at her left side while raising a sistrum in her right
hand.9 There are also many Athenian funerary stelae that feature women wearing the
costume of Isis and carrying her attributes, a sistrum in the right hand and a small situla
in the left.10
One exceptional variant piece of statuary is a life-size seated limestone statue of a
Nineteenth Dynasty (c. 2450-2430 BCE) chantress, named Nehy (fig. 3).11 In this statue
the figure is seated rather than standing. Her right arm rests on her lap while her left arm
is raised, holding a Hathor-headed arched sistrum to her breast. This is the only example
I encountered where the sistrum was held in the left hand. It could be that this statue was
one of a pair, and the other statue, being symmetrical to this one, would have had Nehy
holding the sistrum in her right hand. However, since the chantress is not in active
worship or performance of ritual practices, here, she could be holding the object as a
symbol of her status and rank rather than as an active worshipper. This might suggest
that the sistrum was held in the right hand when being actively used in cultic activities
but could be held in the left hand when not in use. Given that there is not enough
evidence to fully support this hypothesis, however, in references to the poses of figures in
two-dimensional reliefs in this catalog, I have chosen to use the terms ‘forward’ and
‘trailing’ or ‘near’ and ‘far’ hands rather than ‘right’ and ‘left.’

9

Musei Capitolini MC0744.

10

Sharon Kelly Heyob, The Cult of Isis Among Women in the Graeco-Roman World
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1975), 60.
11

The Walters Art Museum 22.106; The Walters Art Gallery, Guide to the Collections
(London: Scala Books, 1997), 20-21.
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CHAPTER TWO
Historical Background
As one of the most controversial figures of ancient history, Akhenaten1 rejected
the traditional Egyptian pantheon and instituted worship of the Aten, a genderless solar
deity represented as a sun-disc whose rays were depicted as attenuated arms that
terminated in human hands. After the first years of his reign, Akhenaten even went so far
as to move his capital from Thebes, where the Amun cult was too powerful, and build a
completely new capital city called Akhetaten (“Horizon of the Aten”), now known as Tell
el-Amarna, on a site in Middle Egypt (Map 1) that was previously uninhabited.
2.1 Origins of the New Cult and Early Building Projects
Born to Pharaoh Amenhotep III and Queen Tiye, Akhenaten’s original name was
also Amenhotep. He was not the oldest son of the pharaoh and, therefore, probably did
not have dynastic ambitions. However, Amenhotep III’s oldest son, Prince Tuthmosis,
predeceased his father, leaving Amenhotep IV as heir to the throne of Egypt. It is quite
possible that Amenhotep IV served as coregent with his father in the later years of
Amenhotep III’s reign, when the pharaoh was elderly and his health was failing.2 Even if
he did not, Amenhotep IV still borrowed ideas regarding religion and the role of kingship
from his father and elaborated on them during his own reign.
1

On Akhenaten and his reign, see Nicholas Reeves, Akhenaten: Egypt’s False Prophet
(London: Thames & Hudson, 2001); Donald B. Redford, Akhenaten: The Heretic King
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984); Aidan Dodson, Amarna Sunset: Nefertiti,
Tutankhamun, Ay, Horemheb, and the Egyptian Counter-Reformation (Cairo: The American
University in Cairo Press, 2009); Rita E. Freed, Yvonne J. Markowitz and Sue H. D’Auria, eds.
Pharaohs of the Sun. (London: Thames & Hudson, 1999).
2

On the possible coregency between Amenhotep III and Amenhotep IV/Akhenaten, see
William J. Murnane, Ancient Egyptian Coregencies (Chicago: The Oriental Institute, 1977), 123168.

6

Amenhotep III did not inaugurate worship of a sun god, but he did elevate the
worship of solar deities to new heights, even declaring himself divine and taking such
epithets as “heir of Ra,” “chosen one of Ra,” and “the dazzling sun-disc.”3 Amenhotep
IV followed in his father’s footsteps. In his first regnal year, he completed work on the
two pylons that Amenhotep III had built at the Amun Temple at Karnak. He decorated
the pylons with traditional scenes of the pharaoh smiting enemies and offering to a
falcon-headed solar deity.4 Continuing in his father’s tradition of massive building
projects, he then constructed a temple complex to the Aten on the eastern side of Karnak
Temple. This Aten complex consisted of four major buildings: the gm.(t)-p3-itn (“the
Sun-disc is found”), the Hwt-bnbn (“the Mansion of the benben-stone”), the rwd-mnw-nitn-r-nHH (“Sturdy are the monuments of the Sun-disc forever”), and the tni-mnw-n-itn-rnHH (“Exalted are the monuments of the Sun-disc forever”).5 He completed these
building projects in the first years of his reign, before abandoning Thebes, moving his
capital to Middle Egypt, and starting fresh.
Amenhotep IV’s extensive building projects at East Karnak, and later at his new
capital city at Amarna, could be constructed so quickly because of the way in which they
were built. He used blocks that were smaller than ones previously used, having a fairly
standard size of 27 x 27 x 54 cm, which corresponds to the ancient Egyptian

3

Arielle P. Kozloff and Betsy M. Bryan, Egypt’s Dazzling Sun: Amenhotep III and his
World (Cleveland: The Cleveland Museum of Art, 1992), 34-5.
4

5

Redford, Akhenaten: The Heretic King, 62.
Ibid, 63.

7

measurements of 0.5 x 0.5 x 1.0 cubits.6 This size made them fairly lightweight, so they
could be easily transported on the shoulder of one workman. These blocks have been
dubbed “talatat” by the scholars and workmen who deal with them. The origin and
meaning of the term talatat is disputed. Some believe that the name originally came from
the Arabic word for the number three, talata, and referred to the size of the block because
the length is approximately three hand-lengths long.7 Some argue that it comes from the
Italian word, tagliata, and means “cut” masonry.8
2.2 Materials and Methods of Manufacture
At Karnak Temple, the vast majority of Amenhotep IV’s building projects were
executed in sandstone. At Amarna, he favored limestone over sandstone. The sandstone
blocks used at Karnak were quarried by the tens of thousands at the site of Gebel elSilsila, approximately 100 km south of Thebes, which was the location for the highestquality sandstone in the area.9 There are no known sandstone quarries north of
Hierakonpolis and El-Kab. Limestone was much more prevalent in Egypt, and there
were many quarries for it in Middle Egypt,10 so the pharaoh’s choice in building
materials was probably dictated by availability.

6

Dieter Arnold, The Encyclopedia of Ancient Egyptian Architecture (Princeton, New
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2003), 238.
7

Ray Winfield Smith and Donald B. Redford, The Akhenaten Temple Project, Volume I:
Initial Discoveries (Warminster, England: Aris & Phillips Ltd., 1976), 1.
8

Donald Redford, “Karnak, Aten Temples,” in Encyclopedia of the Archaeology of
Ancient Egypt, ed. Kathryn Bard (New York: Routledge, 1999), 391.
9

Ibid.

10

Barbara G. Aston, James A. Harrell and Ian Shaw, “Stone,” in Ancient Egyptian
Materials and Technology, eds. Paul T. Nicholson and Ian Shaw (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2000), Fig. 2.1 and Table 2.1.

8

Sandstone and limestone are both types of sedimentary rocks, meaning that they
are formed by the accumulation and compaction of small mineral and organic particles,
and they are soft stones that are easily worked and carved. Sandstone consists of small,
sand-size grains of rocks and minerals that include quartz, calcite, iron oxide, and clay.11
Limestone predominantly consists of calcite, and because Egypt was once covered by the
Tethys Sea, there are also marine fossils found in this type of stone. Other impurities
sometimes found in this stone include dolomite, quartz, iron oxides, and clay minerals.12
Soft stones like limestone and sandstone were usually not processed much on-site
at the quarry, but rather taken as roughly chiseled blocks to the construction site where
they were needed.13 Because of the talatat blocks’ relatively small size, the Gebel elSilsila quarry’s location on the banks of the Nile, and the long distance of the quarry from
the blocks’ destination, the unprocessed sandstone talatat were transported by boat to
Karnak temple.14 The limestone blocks would not have needed to travel as far to get to
Amarna, so they may have been transported another way. Once the blocks arrived at
their construction site, they received their final processing, that is removing excess stone
from the edges and sides and preparation for the decorated surface.
In order to expedite the completion of the temples and administrative buildings,
the blocks were carved in sunk, rather than raised, relief. Amenhotep IV’s artists rarely

11

Aston, Harrell and Shaw, “Stone,” in Ancient Egyptian Materials and Technology, 54.

12

Ibid, 40.

13

Ibid, 15.

14

Robert Vergnieux, Recherches sur les monuments thébains d’Amenhotep IV à l’aide
d’outils informatiques: Méthodes et résultats (Geneva: Cahiers de la Société d’Égyptologie,
1999), 26.

9

applied paints directly to the stone surfaces; rather, they usually applied very fine gypsum
plaster over the surface beforehand. This type of plaster is referred to as intonaco, and
was applied to the decorated surface in a very thin layer (~2 mm).15 This was done for
two reasons: to imitate the color and texture of fine Tura limestone and to create a smooth
and even surface for the painted decoration. Unfortunately, the plaster sometimes did not
bond well with the sandstone surface, and the intonaco layer has fallen off of many
surviving talatat blocks.16 Plaster was also used to fill natural flaws in the stone, such as
cracks and iron inclusions, or to fix any mistakes artists may have made in carving the
inscriptions and figures.17 After application of the plaster preparatory layer, the artist
could apply the paint layer to the decorated surface.
Paints in ancient Egypt were made from naturally occurring pigments, usually
mineral-based, in a limited color palette of six colors: black, white, blue, green, red, and
yellow. Painting was done in tempera, meaning that these pigments were ground up into
fine particles on an artist’s palette, and then mixed with a binding agent to form the paint.
The Egyptians did not do fresco painting, where the powdered pigments were mixed with
water and then applied onto fresh, wet wall plaster. Rather they used the secco painting
method, in which the pigments had to be mixed with water and a binding medium and
then applied to a dry surface, either the stone itself, or more commonly, the dried and

15

Paolo Mora, Laura Mora and Paul Philippot, Conservation of Wall Paintings (London:
ICCROM, 1984), 73.
16

James F. Romano et al., The Luxor Museum of Ancient Egyptian Art: Catalogue
(Cairo: The American Research Center in Egypt, 1979), 111.
17

Personal observations while working on the Conservation of the Akhenaten Talatat at
Karnak Temple Project for the American Research Center in Egypt (ARCE).
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hardened plaster layer.18 The binding media used in ancient Egypt were animal glues,
egg white, beeswax, plant gums, and natural resins.19
Most decorated scenes from the Aten precinct at Karnak show the same kinds of
scenes that appeared on traditional temples. Depictions of the deity with its names and
titles and the king and queen with their names and titles are quite common. Surviving
talatat from Karnak show numerous depictions of the Aten sun-disc with its sunrays
radiating down and outward, sometimes its hands embracing the king and queen or
receiving offerings from them. Another popular scene was the king’s Heb-sed or jubilee
festival. The king’s jubilee was usually celebrated during his thirtieth regnal year,
although there was precedence for kings celebrating early or having multiple jubilee
festivals within their reign. Amenhotep IV celebrated one while he was still in residence
at Thebes, probably in his fourth or fifth regnal year.20 Offerings and sacrificial scenes
were also quite common, especially cattle slaughtering. Other scenes include officials,
soldiers, artisans and laborers, architectural elements and construction, trees, flowers,
animals, and bodies of water.21
2.3 Akhenaten’s Successors and the Dismantling of his Temples
While using small blocks aided in constructing the Aten complex at Karnak in
such a short amount of time, the downside of using these blocks was that it made it so
18

Hannele Salmela, “A Report on the Technology, Examination and Conservation of the
Wall Paintings of Tel El Amarna,” (Master’s thesis, University College London, 1978), 8.
19

Richard Newman and Susana M. Halpine, “The Binding Media of Ancient Egyptian
Painting,” in Colour and Painting in Ancient Egypt, ed. W.V. Davies (London: The British
Museum Press, 2001), 22-24.
20

Smith and Redford, The Akhenaten Temple Project, 64.

21

Ibid, 74-5.
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much easier to dismantle these buildings. Akhenaten’s successors declared him a heretic,
reverted to worship of the traditional Egyptian pantheon, moved the capital back to
Thebes, and razed his entire temple complex and palace at Karnak. Horemheb, who
assumed kingship about fifteen years after Akhenaten’s death, was primarily responsible
for erasing Akhenaten’s memory and destroying his monuments. Horemheb built
extensively at Karnak Temple (Map 2). He laid the foundations of the Hypostyle Hall in
front of the Third Pylon, and he also built the Second, Ninth, and Tenth Pylons.
Horemheb used talatat blocks from Akhenaten’s structures at Karnak as filler material to
form the core of his own constructions.22 There were so many talatat remaining
afterward that they were left at the sites of their demolition for use in future building
projects.23 Many of these blocks were reused in later structures at the temples of Karnak,
Luxor, and Medamud, although their original decorated surfaces were never visible.
Sometimes the decorated surface was even deliberately defaced – figures and names
being hacked out roughly with a chisel.24 Their undecorated surfaces were sometimes
recarved to fit the decorative program of their new structures.
Approximately 45,000 talatat have been recovered from Karnak Temple and its
surrounding areas.25 While Karnak’s Hypostyle Hall has yielded the most talatat,26 the
Ninth Pylon has provided the most valuable information. The Centre Franco-Égyptien
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d’Étude des Temples de Karnak (CFEETK) partially dismantled the Ninth Pylon and
carefully extracted thousands of talatat blocks from the structure’s core. By observing
the location of the blocks within the pylon and their decorative program, the French team
was able to conclude that Horemheb must have been simultaneously razing the Aten
temples one at a time while building up his own monuments. This is evident because the
blocks in the bottom courses of the Ninth Pylon correspond to scenes that would have
been in the upper courses of the Aten temple, so workers were dismantling blocks from
the top of Akhenaten’s structures while laying the foundations for Horemheb’s
construction projects.27
The layout of blocks inside the Ninth Pylon also gave new insight into how
Akhenaten’s structures were built. He used blocks that were fairly uniform in size, but he
alternated their orientation in each row. Most talatat blocks feature only one worked
surface, whether it is smoothed or decorated. The long sides (approximately 54 x 27 cm)
are referred to as “stretchers,” and the square faces (approximately 27 x 27 cm) are called
“headers.”28 Akhenaten’s buildings were constructed by alternating rows of headers with
rows of stretchers. This observation allowed the French team to reconstruct most of a
wall scene from Akhenaten’s tni-mnw building from Karnak, using 283 of the talatat
blocks recovered from the Ninth Pylon. The right half of the wall scene shows Egyptian
laborers performing tasks associated with the temple storehouses, workshops, and
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brewery. The left half bears various depictions of the king and queen offering to and
adoring the Aten.29
2.4 Summary
Amenhotep IV only spent a few years in Thebes; his move to Middle Egypt took
place some time between his sixth and ninth regnal years.30 However, in this short time,
the king was able to experiment and truly form his new ideas about religious ideology
and practice, and also implement changes to the traditional artistic canon. As part of his
artistic revolution, figures’ proportions were changed so that they had more elongated
features: narrow shoulders, slim waists, swollen abdomens, thick thighs, and slender arms
and calves. Because of these changes, the grid system had to be modified as well, and the
height of Amarna-style figures was increased from 18 to 20 squared-modules up to the
figure’s hairline.31 To further alienate himself from the Amun cult, the king even
changed his name from Amenhotep to Akhenaten (“One Who Is Effective for the Aten”),
and ordered the defacement of several monuments and inscriptions bearing Amun’s
name.32 This may even be seen on the Karnak talatat, where some of the pharaoh’s
cartouches have been recarved, changing the earlier name of Amenhotep to Akhenaten.33
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CHAPTER THREE
Sistra: History, Form, Function, and Religious Symbolism
Akhenaten’s decorative program at Karnak incorporated varied scenes depicting
laborers, artisans, foreigners, soldiers, officials, architectural elements, flora and fauna,
natural landscapes, and bodies of water, but the main focus was on Akhenaten’s kingship
and the Aten’s divinity.1 Representations of Akhenaten, Nefertiti, and their daughters
worshipping and offering to the Aten are the most prevalent scenes. These scenes, quite
often, feature one or more members of the royal family before an offering table that is
stacked high with various items, such as wine jars, breads, meat and poultry, fruits,
vegetables, flowers, and bowls of burning incense. The royal figure(s) typically have one
or both arms raised toward the Aten, either in adoration or in offering up more objects in
their hands. The Aten’s sunrays radiate down and outward from the sun disc, terminating
in human hands. The Aten’s empty hands receive the offerings from the royal figure(s),
while some hands hold ankh or w3s signs to offer life and dominion to the royal figure(s).
In the Karnak talatat, Nefertiti and the princesses often hold a sistrum.2
3.1 Sistra: Meaning, Origins, and Forms
The sistrum is a rattle-like musical instrument of the percussion family that has
sacred associations with the goddess Hathor. The term sistrum is Latin3 and comes from
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XIII.
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the Greek noun σεῖστρον, which was ‘a rattle used in the worship of Isis,’4 and the verb
σείειν, meaning ‘to shake.’5 The Egyptian words for these instruments were sššt6 and
zxm,7 which were onomatopoeic names, replicating the sound made when the instrument
was shaken. This sound was a tinny rattling noise, made by small metallic discs that had
a hole in the center so that they were loosely strung onto thin transverse bars within the
frame of the instrument.
Sistra were constructed with a simple handle that usually mimics the shape of a
papyrus plant, but the upper portion of the instrument could take two different forms.
The first type of sistrum is called a naos sistrum (sššt) because the frame over the
papyrus-shaped handle takes the form of a miniature chapel, known as a naos, with
volutes. This form dates back to the Old Kingdom and was usually made of faience.8
The metal bars and discs that create the rattling sound would be affixed inside the frame
of the naos. The decoration on these sistra could be quite elaborate with elements such as
cats, falcons, vultures, uraei, and Bes figures added along the top or sides of the naos.9
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One of the oldest surviving examples of this type of sistrum10 (fig. 4) is from the reign of
King Teti (Dynasty 6, ca. 2323-2291 BCE). It is made of Egyptian alabaster with a
beautifully carved papyrus umbel handle, surmounted by a falcon on top of a naos that is
inscribed with the names and titles of the king.11 Though the metal bars and discs have
been lost, their former presence is attested by traces of verdigris in holes at the base of the
naos, showing that this was indeed used as a musical instrument, rather than as a votive.12
The second type of sistrum is referenced in texts that date back to the Middle
Kingdom, but the earliest surviving depictions of it date to the New Kingdom. Known as
an arched, or loop, sistrum (zxm), it is a much simpler form than the naos sistrum and
merely has a single arched loop frame with the metal bars and discs set into it.13 The
Egyptian word zxm can also mean ‘sceptre’ and ‘power,’14 so when held in one’s hand,
this sistrum may have been seen as an instrument of power.15 The arched sistrum was
most commonly made entirely of metal, usually bronze. However, two arched sistra in
Tutankhamun’s tomb (fig. 5) are made of gilded wood and bronze,16 showing that there
was variety in the way that the instrument could be manufactured.
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3.2 The Function and Religious Associations of the Sistrum
The sistrum’s music itself would have been unimpressive, unlike other musical
instruments, such as harps, lutes, and flutes, that were used in musical performances for
entertainment value. The sistrum’s function was purely cultic. It was used in religious
and funerary rituals and ceremonies, and was symbolically linked with the goddess
Hathor. Hathor had many roles and was especially revered by women as a goddess of
female sexuality, fertility, and motherhood. She was also seen as the wife or mother of
the king, who was the living embodiment of Horus, because Hathor was often assimilated
with Isis, the mother of Horus.17 Along with her role as a fertility goddess, Hathor was
sometimes associated with birth and rebirth, hence her prominence in funerary art, where
focus on the afterlife is paramount. Because of the arched sistrum’s close resemblance to
the shape of an ankh-sign, the sistrum was also seen as embodying the transformative and
regenerative powers of the goddess Hathor and would give life to the person or deity to
whom it was being played.18
Hathor’s association with the sistrum comes about because she is the goddess of
music and happiness, but she can also transform into the vengeful and blood-thirsty
leonine goddess, Sekhmet. The rattling sound created by shaking a sistrum or a beaded
menat-necklace was pleasing enough to the goddess to calm and appease her back into
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her tranquil, motherly form of Hathor.19 One of the earliest rites of Hathor involved
pulling up stems of papyrus from the marshes and shaking them before the goddess. This
produced a subtle rattling sound to please the goddess of music, and also to remind her
and her worshippers of how she took refuge in the Delta’s swamps with her son.20 This
act of devotion toward the goddess is probably what inspired the creation of the sistrum
as a musical instrument and cult object in the first place.
The instrument is so symbolic of Hathor that most sistra incorporate an image of
the goddess between the handle and arch or naos.21 This image is a bifrontal Hathor
mask, meaning that it has two flat faces placed back-to-back. The goddess’ head is
flattened into a frontal presentation of her face with cow ears rather than human ones.22
Even the earliest surviving example of a sistrum (fig. 4) has an image of the goddess
inscribed on the handle. There, she is depicted as a young woman holding a flower to her
nose with one hand and an ankh in her other hand. She is identified both by the cowhorns and sun-disc atop her head and by the form of the sistrum as a whole. The handle
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forms a papyrus umbel, but the naos and falcon that surmount it form a sort of rebus for
the goddess’ name: Hwt-Hr (‘House of Horus’).23
Not only its music but the sistrum itself was a revered cult object of great
symbolic meaning to the ancient Egyptians, and especially to women. At Amarna,
several small faience models and amulets of sistra have been found. These have holes in
them, so they probably would have been strung as beads onto jewelry.24 Because of the
sistrum’s ties to Hathor, women may have worn these amulets to assimilate power,
promote fertility, help them in their maternal duties, or to serve an apotropaic purpose,
warding off any evil that might come to them or their family. Whatever their purpose,
the presence of these sistra models and amulets at Amarna shows that Hathor was still an
important goddess, at least in private religious belief and practice, because this attribute
of hers was still used, worn, and cherished.
3.3 Summary
The sistrum was a musical instrument that was traditionally used in the cult of
Hathor, a goddess associated with female sexuality, fertility, motherhood, rebirth, and
rejuvenation. Sometimes assimilated with Isis, Hathor was also seen as the mother of
Horus. By extension, this made Hathor the mother of the king, who was the living
embodiment of Horus. These associations made the goddess appealing to both royal and
non-royal women. They could use the sistrum in their worship or funerary rituals, or they
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could use models and amulets of sistra to evoke the powers of both the goddess and of
the instrument to aid them in their everyday lives.
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CHAPTER FOUR
The Evolution of Depictions of Sistra from the Reign of Amenhotep III and the
Early Years of Amenhotep IV/Akhenaten’s Reign (c. 1391 – 1347 BCE)
The sistrum is featured prominently in many scenes of Amarna period art.
Because of the sistrum’s ties to Hathor, the instrument’s placement in scenes of worship
and offering appears to contradict Akhenaten’s agenda to eradicate the traditional
pantheon and focus worship solely on the genderless Aten sun-disc. The next two
chapters will examine both two- and three-dimensional artworks that feature sistra from
the reigns of Amenhotep III (1391-1353 BCE), Amenhotep IV/Akhenaten (1353-1335
BCE),

and Tutankhamun (1333-1323 BCE) in order to document changes in the

instrument’s appearance. Chronicling an evolution in style of the sistrum demonstrates
the changing roles of both the goddess Hathor and of the queen in religious rituals and
ceremonies during the Amarna Period.
4.1 Examples from the Reign of Amenhotep III
The reign of Amenhotep III was one of grandeur. He had inherited an empire
from his predecessors, receiving tribute and trade goods from client states that stretched
from northern Syria down to the Fifth Cataract of the Nile. With this wealth, he instituted
massive building projects across Egypt and into Nubia.1 He also elevated the worship of
solar deities. After celebrating his first jubilee festival in his thirtieth regnal year, he even
deified himself so that he could be worshipped as a living god.2 Along with some
changes in his own iconography as king, the iconography and insignia for the royal
1
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women also changed. These women were shown more prominently in scenes, and they
started taking more active roles in religious rituals and royal ceremonies, especially with
regards to the use of sistra.
4.1.1 Bracelet Plaques
Two quite notable depictions of sistra from the reign of Amenhotep III are
actually the smallest items in this corpus. They are plaques (figs. 6 and 7)3 that originally
formed part of a bracelet. Made of carnelian and carved in raised relief, they each depict
an enthroned Amenhotep III with Queen Tiye, his Great Royal Wife, seated behind him,
wearing a double-plumed headdress. Two princesses stand before them. The first plaque
(fig. 6) measures 4.0 cm x 6.0 cm. Each princess depicted on this plaque holds two
objects. In her far hand, each holds a notched palm rib terminating in a tadpole and shensign at the bottom, representing “an eternity of hundreds of thousands of years.”4 In her
near hand, each shakes a Hathor-headed naos sistrum. The princesses are unnamed on
this particular plaque, but two princesses are shown in a similar fashion on the second
plaque (fig. 7) that measures 2.3 cm x 4.1 cm. These princesses are identified as Isis and
Henuttaneb.5 Again, they are shown standing, facing the seated king and queen. This
time, each princess shakes a Hathor-headed arched sistrum in her forward hand, while the
trailing arm hangs at her side and holds an ankh-sign.
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4.1.2 The Tomb of Kheruef (TT 192)
Another important scene of Amenhotep III’s daughters shaking sistra in a
ceremony of religious and royal significance is featured in the Tomb of Kheruef (TT
192), a Theban official who held the title of Steward of the Great Royal Wife Tiye.6 The
north side of the west portico of Kheruef’s tomb, shows Amenhotep III erecting the Djed
Pillar while Queen Tiye stands behind him, wearing the vulture headdress surmounted by
the tall double-plumed headdress. Behind the royal couple, are two registers of
princesses, the daughters of Amenhotep III (fig. 8). They stand in pairs, so that there are
four pairs in each register for a total of sixteen princesses witnessing and participating in
the ceremony. Each princess holds a Hathor-headed naos sistrum raised in her forward
hand while her trailing arm hangs down at her side, clutching a menat-necklace.7
Kheruef’s tomb dates to the end of Amenhotep III’s reign and into the beginning
of Amenhotep IV’s reign, the time when Amenhotep IV may have been coregent with his
father.8 Because the tomb’s decoration was completed before Amenhotep IV had
formulated his new ideas about the Aten’s supreme divinity, and how to represent these
ideas in the private and state-sanctioned art, Kheruef’s tomb scenes still employ the
canon and proportions of traditional Egyptian art. On the lintel over the doorway that
leads into the tomb’s court, Amenhotep IV is depicted with the same proportions and
facial features as his predecessors, unlike his later depictions in which his features are
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disproportionate to the point of being almost grotesque and animalistic. In this scene on
Kheruef’s door lintel (fig. 9), Amenhotep IV is accompanied by his mother, Queen Tiye.
On the left side of the lintel, Amenhotep IV offers wine to Re-Harakhti and Maat, and
incense to Atum and Hathor on the right side. In each instance, Queen Tiye stands
behind her son. She wears a double-plumed headdress set upon a modius that has double
uraei to represent the Two Lands of Upper and Lower Egypt and she raises a Hathorheaded naos sistrum in one of her hands.9
4.1.3 Summary
These four scenes from the reign of Amenhotep III evoke strong ties to the
goddess Hathor, underscored by the fact that Amenhotep IV and Tiye offer to Hathor in
one of the scenes from Kheruef’s tomb. In each of these depictions, Queen Tiye wears a
double-plumed headdress consisting of two tall falcon plumes, which were usually
associated with male falcon gods, such as Amun and Min.10 The origin of this crown is
unclear, but it first appears on queens in reliefs dating to the Thirteenth Dynasty,11 and
could be reminiscent of Hathor’s crown that sometimes has two tall curved ostrich
feathers. In other depictions, Queen Tiye elaborates on this double-plumed headdress.
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She was the first queen to combine this headdress with Hathor’s own cow horns and sun
disk to adopt these attributes of the goddess as part of her own queenly insignia.12
Tiye’s double-plumed headdress is a reference to Hathor, and the presence and
importance of the Hathor-headed sistra on the bracelet plaques and in the two scenes
from Kheruef’s tomb are definitely significant. Not only is the instrument shaken in
offering to Hathor and in the celebrations of Amenhotep III raising the Djed Pillar, a
ritual that has both religious and royal significance, but Hathor’s face appears on the
instrument. The princesses in Kheruef’s tomb also hold menat-necklaces, another
attribute of Hathor’s that can be shaken to produce a subtle rattling sound that may lull
the goddess into a tranquil state.13
4.2 Examples from the Early Years of Amenhotep IV/Akhenaten’s Reign
The figures on the bracelet plaques and those in the tomb of Kheruef are all
portrayed according to the figural proportions that were canonical in pre-Amarna
Egyptian art. However, Amenhotep IV drastically changed the canon when he became
the sole ruler of Egypt. His earliest artwork is the most shocking because the style is so
exaggerated and different from the traditional pharaonic repertoire, with figures having
almost animal-like facial features and wasp-like bodies.14 This may be seen in the king’s
sun temples at Karnak Temple, his first building projects as sole ruler of Egypt.
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4.2.1 The Aten Temple Complex at Karnak
Amenhotep IV’s massive Aten temple complex at Karnak must have been
comprised of hundreds of thousands of talatat blocks. These temples were completely
destroyed in antiquity (see 1.3), and though only a fraction of these blocks have been
uncovered and documented, this percentage allows scholars to hypothesize about the
temples’ layouts and what scenes were depicted. Offering scenes seem to be the most
prevalent, and sistra are featured prominently in many of these.
Study of the talatat has been made possible by the efforts of archaeological
missions that worked at Karnak Temple in the 1960s and ‘70s. At that point, virtually
none of the talatat blocks were in situ, that is the original buildings in which they were
used had been dismantled and the masonry blocks transported to other parts of Karnak
Temple and the vicinity. They were used as filler material in the cores of later structures
from the late Eighteenth and early Nineteenth Dynasties. The talatat that have been
discovered and studied have:
“been identified in, or recovered from, the following edifices: the core of the Second
Pylon, the foundations of the Hypostyle Hall (Karnak), the foundations of the late
columned building at the northern extremity of the Fourth Pylon, the foundations of
the later additions to Tuthmosis III’s eastern shrine, the Temple of Osiris Ruler of
Eternity, the surface of the ground to the north of the main Amun temple, the Montu
Temple, the terrain east of the Eastern Nectanebo Gate, the Ninth Pylon, the eastern
wall joining the Eighth and Ninth Pylons, the Tenth Pylon, the ground between
Karnak hypostyle and the Khonsu Temple, and the domestic area adjacent to the
Luxor Temple.”15
In 1963, Dr. Ramadan Saad led the Organization of Egyptian Antiquities in a
project that carefully and systematically extracted talatat blocks from the west wing of
the Ninth Pylon at Karnak Temple. They built new storehouses for these recovered
15
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blocks and, after examining all of the blocks and fragments that were removed, they
neatly stacked the masonry so that the maximum number of decorated surfaces would be
exposed. This work was taken over by the Centre Franco-Égyptien d’Études
d’Archéologie et d’Architecture des Temples de Karnak in 1967.16 At the same time that
the French Center took on this project, the Akhenaten Temple Project, directed by Ray
Winfield Smith and Donald B. Redford, also began their work to search out, identify, and
document as many talatat blocks as they could find. The Akhenaten Temple Project’s
methodology was to photograph to scale all of the talatat in the storehouses at Karnak and
Luxor. They noted basic characteristics of each block and entered the data onto computer
cards. These characteristics included texture of the stone, any remaining colors from the
original painted decoration, number of decorated surfaces, content of the scenes, angles
of any sunrays depicted, direction and scale of scene, etc. The combination of scale
photographs and computerized data made it possible for the Akhenaten Temple Project
team to reconstruct several scenes on paper.17
One of the things that the Akhenaten Temple Project discovered was that where
colored decoration was concerned, there seemed to be three categories of talatat blocks.
They designated the first group as “non-white blocks” because their painted decoration
was applied directly to the carved sandstone surface, or a preparatory layer had been
applied so thinly or crudely that it had disappeared.18 The second type was called “white
talatat” and represented about 20% of the total blocks studied. These blocks usually had
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a layer of gypsum plaster applied over the decorated surface to smooth out unevenness
before the paint layer was applied.19 The third category was named “Nefertity pillar
blocks.” These blocks had pastel-colored backgrounds,20 and while the other types of
block had the same basic dimensions of 27 x 27 x 54 cm,21 the Nefertity pillar blocks had
slightly smaller dimensions, 18-21 x 21 x 46-49 cm,22 and must have come from the
pillared hall of the Hwt-bnbn temple.
The ground plan of the Hwt-bnbn remains unknown, but several talatat blocks that
have been identified as coming from this temple have decoration on both of their
headers,23 that is the 27 x 27 cm ends of the block. This means that the walls would have
been quite thin, only about 52-54 cm where these blocks were used. Even more
interesting is the interior decoration, in which Akhenaten is completely absent. Instead,
Nefertiti is the officiant of the cult as depicted in the temple proper and in a special
colonnade, known as the “Nefertity Colonnade” (fig. 10).24 Henri Chevrier recovered
several talatat blocks from the core of Karnak’s Second Pylon that make up several piers,
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twelve of which have been reconstructed so far, that were part of this colonnade.25 They
show Nefertiti raising her hands in adoration or shaking sistra and offering tables of
drink, food, and bowls of burning incense to the Aten, who receives her gifts with its
outstretched rays. In most of these scenes, Princess Meritaten stands behind her mother,
raising a sistrum in her forward hand while her trailing arm hangs down at her side.26
These are the blocks that the Akhenaten Temple Project dubbed the “Nefertity pillar
blocks.”
Following on the Akhenaten Temple Project’s work in the 1970s, the American
Research Center in Egypt (ARCE) sponsored a fieldwork project at Karnak Temple from
2008-2010, in which a team of conservators, Egyptologists, and photographers conserved
and documented all of the talatat blocks within the storage magazine, known both as
“Storehouse 01”27 and “Magazine Pennsylvania.”28 ARCE’s Conservation of the
Akhenaten Talatat at Karnak Temple Project documented 15,561 talatat blocks.29 These
blocks could have one to four decorated surfaces, depending on their placement within
25
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the architectural layout. Blocks that were placed at corners usually had two or three
decorated surfaces, whether they were carved relief or simply a smooth surface. Some
blocks had also been reused, so that there could be one or two scenes of Ramesside
decoration in addition to the earlier Akhenaten carving. Therefore, the decorated surfaces
that were documented by the project far outnumber the actual number of blocks. On the
15,561 talatat blocks, there were 18,184 decorated surfaces.30 Eighty-one of these
decorated surfaces feature depictions of one or more whole or partial sistra. Of these
sistra, nineteen can be positively identified as being arched sistra, and fifty-one are of the
naos type. Only twenty of these blocks depict one or more complete sistra. Without
exception, these instruments are shown with an effigy of the cow-eared goddess Hathor
between the handle and arch or naos.31
Besides the talatat of Storehouse 01, there are several other magazines and open
areas at Karnak and Luxor Temples where tens of thousands more talatat are stored.
Many of these are unpublished, so there could be hundreds more depictions of sistra on
these blocks from the early, pre-Amarna years of Amenhotep IV/Akhenaten’s reign.
Based on the evidence from the preserved examples of sistra on talatat from Karnak’s
Storehouse 01, it is likely that all of them would have Hathor’s face featured prominently
on the instrument.
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4.2.2 The Move to Akhetaten and the Boundary Stelae
By Amenhotep IV’s fifth regnal year, his radical ideas regarding the Aten as the
sole god of Egypt had been formed, and he renounced the Amun cult. He even went so
far as to change his name to Akhenaten, meaning “He who is useful to the Sun-disc,”
having his cartouches recarved in all of his sun-temples at Thebes and other cities to
reflect his new name and further distance himself from Amun.32 He then started
searching for a virgin site to build a new capital city where his administration and Aten
cult could have a fresh start. He found the perfect place on the eastern bank of the Nile in
Middle Egypt. There the cliffs rose to uniform heights on either side of a wide, scenic
wadi, and the landscape formed a natural Axt-sign, between which the sun rose every
morning as the reborn Aten.33 In that same year, on the thirteenth day of the eighth
month, Akhenaten abandoned Karnak Temple and the entire city of Thebes. He had
arrived at the site of his new capital city, which he named Akhetaten, ‘the Horizon of the
Aten.’34
One of the first things that Akhenaten did when he founded Akhetaten was to
carve large stelae into the surrounding limestone cliffs to demarcate the city limits.
Fifteen of these ‘Boundary Stelae’ have been discovered and documented. Three of these
(Stelae A, B, and F) are on the western side of the Nile, and the other twelve (Stelae J, K,
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L, M, N, P, Q, R, S, U, V, and X) were carved along the hills on the east bank.35 The
stelae are divided into two main groups. In the “Earlier Proclamation” (Stelae K, M, and
X), Akhenaten describes how he discovered the site, why he chose it, and his proposed
layout for his new capital city.36 The “Later Proclamation” (Stelae A, B, F, J, N, P, Q, R,
S, U, and V) is Akhenaten’s second decree about the layout of the city, and contains three
texts. The main text dates to Akhenaten’s sixth regnal year, but toward the beginning of
his eighth year, he added a “renewel of the oath” to almost all copies of this decree. He
also added “another oath” to Stelae A and B at the end of his eighth year.37 Stela L is not
categorized as an Early or Later Proclamation38 because its state of preservation is so
deteriorated that the text is indecipherable in many places.39
Unfortunately, these stelae are mostly in poor states of preservation due to
looting, defacement, and natural degradation of the stone. However, they all have the
same general layout. They are rectangular with a rounded top that contains a scene of the
royal family either adoring or offering to the Aten sun-disc. Below the scene, there are
several rows of text. Because of the deterioration on the decorated surfaces of the stelae,
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many of the scenes and texts are incomplete. This makes it hard to assign definite dates
to the stelae, but they may be limited between the king’s fourth and eighth regnal years.40
Since these stelae were carved in Akhenaten’s first years at Akhetaten, they bear a
resemblance to depictions from the Karnak talatat. Again, the figures of the royal family,
and especially of the king and queen, have very exaggerated features so that they look
bloated with thick thighs, wide hips, sagging abdomens, and large buttocks. Yet, they
also have small waists, long, thin arms, and their necks and faces are elongated as well.
The content of the scenes also remains consistent with earlier Karnak depictions. The
scenes on the boundary stelae generally consist of the king, wearing the khepresh crown,
and the queen, wearing a Hathoric crown consisting of a sun-disc and cow horns with
double plumes atop a modius. Their arms are raised, outstretched from the shoulders, as
they adore the Aten sun-disc, whose sunrays extend down and outward to embrace the
royal family and their offerings (if present). Usually two princesses, Meritaten and
Meketaten, stand behind their parents with a sistrum raised in the leading arm and the
trailing arm hanging down at the side. The text of the scene has the names and titulary of
the Aten, the king and queen, and their daughters in columns. Some of the stelae feature
an offering table piled high with jars, bread, meats, fowl, vegetables, flowers, and dishes
of burning incense. Others depict the royal family adoring the Aten with several columns
of text in front of them.41

40

Norman de Garis Davies, The Rock Tombs of El Amarna, Part V: Smaller Tombs and
Boundary Stelae (London: Egypt Exploration Fund, 1908), 20-22; Murnane and Van Siclen, The
Boundary Stelae of Akhenaten, 48; Redford, Akhenaten: The Heretic King, 142-144.
41

Davies, The Rock Tombs of El Amarna, Part V, 22-23.

34

Perhaps the most well-preserved, or at least the most well-documented, of the
boundary stelae is Stela S (fig. 11). This stela shows symmetrical scenes of the royal
family on either side of four columns of hieroglyphic text in the middle of the scene that
contain the cartouches and titulary of the Aten. Akhenaten wears the khepresh crown and
a shendyt kilt with a ceremonial bull’s tail attached at the rear. Nefertiti wears a
diaphanous gown and, on her head, she wears the Hathor crown. Both king and queen
have their arms raised in adoration of the Aten, whose arms radiate down and outward to
embrace the couple and hold signs of life to their noses. The princesses Meritaten and
Meketaten stand behind their parents. Each of them also wears a diaphanous gown, and
their hair is arranged in a side-lock. Each princess has one arm raised, shaking a Hathorheaded arched sistrum while her other arm hangs down at her side.42 The details of the
princesses’ hair and facial features and of their sistra are best preserved on a fragment of
the stela that is now in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston (fig. 12).43
4.3 Summary
The sistrum is associated with Hathor, and her cow-eared face usually appears on
the instrument, between the handle and the base of the arch or naos. This tradition seems
to remain unchanged in the Karnak talatat that have been documented and on the Amarna
Boundary Stelae that are sufficiently preserved to determine the scenes’ contents. This
seems unusual for a period of Egyptian history where the pharaoh was so adamant about
the Aten being worshipped as the sole god. However, Akhenaten’s artistic style changes
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quickly after he moves his entire family and retinue to Akhetaten to build a new capital
city, untainted by the influence of the Amun cult and the traditional Egyptian pantheon.

36

CHAPTER FIVE
The Evolution of Depictions of Sistra from Akhenaten’s Monuments at Amarna
through the End of the Reign of Tutankhamun at Thebes (c. 1348 - 1323 BCE)
5.1 Akhenaten’s Monuments at Amarna
The sistra depicted on Akhenaten’s monuments at Karnak Temple in Thebes and
on the Boundary Stelae at Amarna show likenesses of the cow-eared fertility and mother
goddess, Hathor. In contrast, the sistra depicted in palace, temple, and tomb reliefs at
Amarna lack this element. In these sistra, the goddess’ face is replaced by a simple
papyrus umbel, marking another transformation in Akhenaten’s religious revolution that
reached its zenith at his new capital.
5.1.1 Palace and Temple Reliefs
Amarna (Map 3) was a city that was built entirely new during Akhenaten’s reign.
He needed the city to be both an administrative and religious center. Therefore, the first
structures that were built at the site were the Great Palace, the Great Aten Temple (pr itn,
the ‘House of the Aten’), and the Small Aten Temple (Hwt itn, the ‘Mansion of the
Aten’). This is confirmed by texts and archaeological remains from the site. The style of
the decoration represented on recovered fragments from the Great Palace show
Akhenaten’s early style, indicating that the palace must have been built between the fifth
and eighth years of Akhenaten’s reign.1 Akhenaten alluded to the construction of the two
Aten temples in his Earlier Proclamation on the Boundary Stelae M, K, and X,2 so these
1
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buildings were also constructed in Amarna’s infancy. Because the Great Palace, the
Great Aten Temple, and the Small Aten Temple were among the first construction
projects at Amarna, their decoration shows a transition from Akhenaten’s earlier style to
that of his later style. These structures’ decorative programs show the first examples of
relief scenes in which sistra are represented with the papyrus umbel handle rather than the
bifrontal Hathor mask.
The architecture of these structures at Amarna is somewhat unique because it had
to allow for open courtyards and unroofed sanctuaries that were exposed to the sun’s
rays. The architectural program of the city incorporated platforms with steps or
ceremonial ramps to better facilitate processionals and offering or worship ceremonies.3
The sides of these ramps, called “balustrades,” were decorated with scenes of the royal
family worshipping and offering to the Aten, and they were inscribed with the names of
the Aten, Akhenaten, and Nefertiti.4
One of the best-preserved balustrade fragments from Amarna also happens to
reflect the change in the sistrum’s appearance at the site. This piece comes from the
Great Palace (fig. 13).5 It is made of limestone and measures 102 cm tall, 51 cm wide,
and 15 cm thick.6 The scene, carved in sunk relief, is intact and shows the royal family
standing before two offering tables that are laden with floral bouquets. The figures are
3
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represented in the early, exaggerated style described in the previous chapter. The king is,
by far, the largest figure, and he stands in the front, wearing the white crown and a
shendyt kilt with a bull’s tail hanging behind him. Queen Nefertiti trails him, wearing a
khat headdress and a pleated, diaphanous gown. She is represented on a smaller scale
than the king, so that the top of her headdress is level with the small of the king’s back.
Both royal figures raise their arms toward the Aten and offer a jar in each hand. The
Aten receives their offerings with open arms and also holds an ankh sign to the nose of
the king and queen. Princess Meritaten stands behind the queen. She is depicted on a
much smaller scale, the top of her head level with the queen’s buttocks. The princess
wears a diaphanous gown, and her hair is arranged in a sidelock. She raises an arched
sistrum with a papyrus umbel handle in her near hand, while her far arm hangs down at
her side.
A similar scene from another balustrade may be found in the Petrie Museum7 (fig.
14). This piece, 56.0 tall and 52.0 cm wide,8 was excavated from the Great Palace at
Amarna by J.D.S. Pendlebury and is carved in sunk relief into travertine. Although the
relief is broken above the king’s shoulders, the scene is executed in the same style, except
that Nefertiti, and presumably Akhenaten as well, offers a large unguent jar, while three
more unguent jars rest atop a wide offering table. Again, Meritaten stands behind the
queen, and in her near hand she raises an arched sistrum with a papyrus umbel handle,
while her far arm hangs down at her side.
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While the scene on the balustrade fragment from the Egyptian Museum in Cairo
(TR 30.10.26.12) is intact and the piece in the Petrie Museum’s collection (UC 401) is
mostly preserved, there are many more balustrade fragments from the Great Palace and
the two Aten temples that are less well-preserved. The University of Pennsylvania
Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology houses several balustrade fragments from
Amarna. In reconstructing a scene of the royal family using their own fragments, they
produced something very similar to the scene on Egyptian Museum TR 30.10.26.12.9
The Brooklyn Museum also houses a relief fragment that was excavated from the
Great Palace, in the Chapel of the Aten. This piece10 (fig. 15) has a convex surface, so it
was part of a limestone column that bore likenesses of the royal family. This fragment
measures 17 cm tall, 25.1 cm wide, and 5.4 cm thick.11 The fragment shows mirror
images of an unnamed princess, probably Meritaten.12 In both depictions she wears a
pleated, diaphanous gown and has her hair arranged in a sidelock. She raises a sistrum in
one hand while her other arm is held at her side. On the right side of the relief, the scene
is broken so that the top of the sistrum is lost, but the relief’s left side clearly shows that it
was an arched sistrum with a simple papyrus umbel handle.
Another interesting piece featuring a sistrum is in the Ashmolean Museum.13
This object is also a fragment from a limestone column of the Great Palace and shows

9

Silverman et al., Akhenaten and Tutankhamun: Revolution and Restoration, 73, fig. 66.

10

No. 35.2000.

11

Cyril Aldred, Akhenaten and Nefertiti (New York: The Brooklyn Museum, 1973), no.

12

Ibid.

13

No. 1893.2-41(71).

34.

40

Nefertiti as the sole officiant to the Aten, with Princess Meritaten trailing her (fig. 16).14
Here, Nefertiti wears an elaborate and unusual crown that consists of her tall cap
surmounted by ram’s horns, a sun-disc, and double plumes. The column of hieroglyphic
text behind her identifies Nefertiti as “Mistress of the Two Lands.” Behind the queen,
only the princess’ head and hand are preserved. She clearly raises an arched sistrum with
a papyrus umbel handle in one of her hands.
5.1.2 The Royal Tomb
After construction of the Great Palace and the two Aten temples was underway,
the next most important building project at Akhenaten’s new capital would have been a
lavish tomb for himself and his family. The Royal Tomb, situated in a side valley that
leads off of the Royal Wadi, was the find spot for one of the most exquisite pieces of
relief work that has been recovered from excavations at Amarna. Alessandro Barsanti
discovered a limestone panel when he was excavating in the Royal Tomb at Amarna for
the Egyptian Antiquities Service in 1892.15 This piece was found in the fourth chamber
of a suite, consisting of six rooms that lead off of the northeastern side of the main
corridor of the tomb.16 The piece is a limestone slab, measuring 53.0 cm tall, 48.2 cm
wide, and 8.0 cm thick,17 that features a scene of the royal family in adoration of the Aten
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(fig. 17).18 It is decorated in carved sunk relief and retains some of its original paint,
including gridlines that the ancient Egyptian artist would have used to plan out the scene
and ensure that the figures had the correct proportions.
The panel’s decoration features the king wearing the blue khepresh crown with an
elaborately coiled uraeus at the brow. He also wears a shendyt kilt with a bull’s tail
hanging behind him. He raises both arms and offers up small bouquets of lotus flowers
and buds in each of his hands. Two offering tables piled high with lotus flowers and buds
are in front of the king. Behind him is a smaller offering table with a bouquet of lotus
flowers and buds. Nefertiti stands behind the table with her arms raised to offer two
more small floral bouquets in her two hands. She wears a diaphanous gown and a tall,
Hathor crown, consisting of cow horns, a sun-disc with double uraei, and two tall plumes,
set atop a modius surrounded by uraei. She also wears a fillet around her brow that
features double uraei, with each cobra wearing the Hathor cow horns and sun-disc. Two
princesses, Meritaten and Meketaten, stand behind their parents and participate in the
offering and adoration of the Aten. Meritaten holds an arched sistrum with a simple
papyrus umbel handle in her forward hand, while her trailing hand grasps her little
sister’s forward hand. The true function and purpose of this panel is unknown, though
some have posited that it could have been a sculptor’s model due to the presence of the
gridlines.19
Unfortunately, because of defacement and natural deterioration of the stone over
thousands of years, many of the wall reliefs in the Royal Tomb at Amarna are
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unintelligible, making the scene on the decorated limestone panel the only completely
intact one. However, some scenes on the tomb walls are partially decipherable. One of
these scenes is on Wall A in Room Alpha and features the royal family performing the
morning ritual at one of the Aten temples (fig. 18).20 The king and queen both wear
pleated, diaphanous garments. Each holds a raised sekhem-sceptre in the forward hand
while the trailing hand hangs down alongside the body. One princess is partially
preserved, standing behind them and raising an arched sistrum with a papyrus umbel
handle in her forward hand.
5.1.3 Private Tombs
The private rock-cut tombs of Akhenaten’s nobles are located in the cliffs
overlooking the city of Akhetaten. These tombs contain scenes of the royal family,
rituals and offerings in the cult of the Aten, daily life at Amarna, and the officials’ duties
and interactions with the royal family. Meryra, who was the High Priest of the Aten at
Akhetaten and Fan-Bearer at the Right Hand of the King,21 owned an elaborate tomb with
four decorated chambers. Davies captioned a noteworthy scene from this tomb as “The
Royal Visit to the Temple and the Investiture of Meryra”22 (fig. 19). It is located in the
pillared hall on the east side of the tomb. The top register of this scene depicts
Akhenaten and Nefertiti standing before several offering tables, piled high with food
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offerings to the Aten, whose sunrays extend downward to accept these royal gifts.
Akhenaten and Nefertiti both hold a raised sekhem-sceptre in their forward hand while
their trailing arm is held close to the body. Nefertiti wears the Hathor crown with double
plumes, sun-disc, and cow horns. Four princesses are depicted standing behind the king
and queen. They are divided into two smaller registers with two princesses standing in
each register. Each princess holds an arched sistrum with a papyrus umbel handle in her
forward hand, while the trailing arm hangs down at her side.
The tomb of Panehesy, First Servant of the Aten in the House of the Aten in
Akhetaten,23 also includes scenes of the royal family worshipping and offering to the
Aten. The lintel to the outer door of the tomb (fig. 20)24 depicts the Aten receiving
offerings of food and drink on a large central offering table and floral bouquets on two
smaller offering stands on either side of the large table. On the left side, Akhenaten and
Nefertiti each offer up incense with their far hand, and raise the near hand in adoration of
the god. The scene is mirrored on the right side, but there the royal couple pours
libations instead of censing. On each side of the lintel, three princesses stand behind the
king and queen. Each one shakes an arched sistrum with a papyrus umbel handle in one
hand while the other arm hangs down alongside her body.
Similar depictions of princesses with this type of sistrum may be seen on the West
and East Thicknesses of Panehesy’s tomb as well. The West Thickness shows the royal
family giving homage to the sun (fig. 21).25 This scene shows the king and queen on a
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large scale, each holding a sekhem-sceptre in their forward hand and their trailing arm
hanging down alongside their body. Behind them, the scene is divided into three smaller
registers with a princess standing in each one. Each princess raises an arched papyrus
umbel sistrum in her forward hand, while the trailing arm hangs down at her side. This
scene is mirrored on the East Thickness (fig. 22).26 The princesses are depicted in an
identical way, but this time Akhenaten offers incense while Nefertiti raises a small floral
bouquet to the Aten, and they both wear much more elaborate crowns.
5.1.4 The End of an Era
Akhenaten probably died in his seventeenth regnal year and was succeeded by an
individual known as Smenkhkare.27 Very little is known about this ruler, except that
Smenkhkare married Meritaten, daughter of Akhenaten and Nefertiti.28 Meritaten
probably died soon after Akhenaten because she disappears from historical records.
Smenkhkare then married another of Akhenaten’s daughters, Ankhesenpaaten. However,
this marriage also ended prematurely, the king dying within a year after the marriage.29
5.2 Examples from the Reign of Tutankhamun
Tutankhaten was the next successor to the throne, and because Ankhesenpaaten
outlived Smenkhkare, she then married Tutankhaten and became his queen.
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Tutankhaten’s origins are unclear, but it is likely that he was the son of Akhenaten and a
secondary wife, Kiya.30 He assumed the role of king as a young boy, and ruled Egypt for
about ten years. In that time, he moved the capital of Egypt back to Memphis and
reinstated the traditional religion that elevated the worship of Amun. This act
reestablished Thebes, and specifically Karnak Temple, as the center of cultic activity for
the entire country. The latter two acts are further emphasized by the fact that the king
and queen changed their names from Tutankhaten and Ankhesenpaaten to Tutankhamun
and Ankhesenamun.31 Tutankhamun’s return to the traditional Egyptian pantheon is also
reflected in his artists’ choice to depict sistra bearing Hathor’s effigy once again.
5.2.1 The Small Golden Shrine
Since Tutankhamun was so young when he became king, and he ruled for only
nine or ten years, he did not leave any major monuments. Most of what scholars know
about the boy king comes from the artifacts found inside his tomb. Tutankhamun’s tomb
had been plundered in antiquity, but Howard Carter rediscovered the tomb in 1922,
uncovering more “wonderful things”32 than any burial from the Valley of the Kings has
ever yielded. One exquisite piece from Tutankhamun’s tomb is a small golden shrine,
decorated with several vignettes of the king and queen. The shrine’s gilded doors have
decoration in repoussé on the exterior and interior. On both the exterior (AR5)33 and
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interior (AR12)34 of one of the doors, is a small vignette of Ankhesenamun shaking a
sistrum. In the scene on AR5, the queen stands facing Tutankhamun, who is seated on a
throne. She wears a Nubian wig surmounted by a multi-feathered diadem with five short
feathers on a modius. She holds a Hathor-headed arched sistrum in her near hand and a
small floral bouquet in her far hand. In the interior scene of AR12, Ankhesenamun and
Tutankhamun are both standing, facing each other. Ankhesenamun wears the Hathoric
crown consisting of a modius surmounted by the cow horns, sun-disc, and two falcon
plumes. She holds a Hathor-headed arched sistrum in her far hand and a larger floral
bouquet in her near hand.
Ankhesenamun also offers sistral music to Tutankhamun in a larger scene on the
side of the shrine (CR1).35 Here, she wears the Hathor crown again, and this time she
further identifies herself with the goddess by holding two of Hathor’s attributes and
offering them to her husband (fig. 23). In her near hand, she holds a Hathor-headed naos
sistrum, and in her far hand, she proffers an elaborate menat-necklace. This menatnecklace’s counterpoise has been personified by the addition of a head wearing Hathor’s
sun-disc and cow horns and with arms holding two ankh signs. This is meant to
demonstrate that the goddess works through the menat to give life to the king. The fact
that Ankhesenamun holds these objects could indicate that she has become assimilated
with the goddess.36
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5.2.2 Wooden Statuettes of Tutankhamun as Ihy
Two additional objects from Tutankhamun’s tomb illustrate the close ties between
the king and the goddess Hathor. Unlike the other objects in this catalog, they are not
two-dimensional carved reliefs that depict a narrative scene. Rather, they are a pair of
three-dimensional wooden statuettes,37 each one measuring 63.5 cm tall, that depict the
king as the god Ihy (fig. 1).38 The statuettes are identical and show Tutankhamun naked,
as a child, with a shaved head and the sidelock of youth hanging over his right shoulder.
The figures are covered with black resin, but the eyes and eyebrows are gilded. Each
figure of the boy king also raises a gilded Hathor-headed naos sistrum in his right hand,
while his left arm hangs down at his side. The Hathor-headed sistrum ties Tutankhamun
to Hathor in an obvious way, but by assimilating himself with the god Ihy, he shows this
tie in an even stronger way. Ihy was the son of Hathor of Dendera and Horus of Edfu,39
so Tutankhamun is directly identifying himself as the son of these deities.
5.3 Summary
Akhenaten’s choice to change the iconography of the sistrum to make it more
appropriate for use in worship of the Aten was more than just aesthetic. Early in his
reign, depictions of other deities, inlcuding Re-Harakhty and Hathor, graced his state and
religious constructions. After his move to Amarna, however, he focused solely on the
Aten and other deities were excluded from his decorative program. This is reflected in
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the fragments of palace and temple reliefs that have been uncovered and in the preserved
scenes from the royal and private tombs on the outskirts of the site. Conversely, after
Akhenaten’s death, Tutankhamun reverted back to the pre-Amarna religion, iconography,
and ideology. The artifacts from Tutankhamun’s tomb show that the restoration of the
traditional religion was complete by the end of his reign. The king once again claimed
descent from the line of Horus, and Hathor regained her role as mother figure to the
pharaoh. The iconography of the sistrum parallels these changes in that the bifrontal
Hathor mask is present in depictions of sistra at Karnak, but it disappears at Amarna, and
reappears at Thebes after the restoration of the orthodox religion under Tutankhamun.
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CHAPTER SIX
The Solarization of Queenship and its Evolution based on Amarna Theology
6.1 Hathoric Regalia Adapted for Use in the Iconography of Tiye’s Queenship
Queen Tiye, though of unknown origins, was one of the most powerful and
influential queens in Egyptian history. As the wife of Amenhotep III and mother of
AmenhotepIV/Akhenaten, she saw many changes in the ideology of religion and kingship
during her time as queen. With Amenhotep III’s elevation of solar deities and his
eventual pronouncement of himself, the king, as a living god, Tiye and the queenship
were elevated and solarized as well.1 Tiye showed this by assimilating herself with the
goddess Hathor through use of the goddess’ insignia.
6.1.1 The Sistrum
From its origins in the Old Kingdom, the sistrum was associated with the goddess
Hathor, and the instrument was commonly used in her cult, although usually by
priestesses. The instrument’s earliest surviving association with a royal female dates to
the Twelfth Dynasty, where it appears in a scene from the temple at Medinet Maadi.
Here, Amenemhet III offers to the goddess Renenutet, and his daughter, the princess
Neferuptah, is portrayed under the offering table, shaking a Hathor-headed naos sistrum.2
The sistrum became a staple of queenly iconography in the late Eighteenth
Dynasty. Queen Tiye was the first queen depicted shaking a sistrum behind the king as
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he gave offerings to or worshipped a deity.3 Tiye also took on other attributes of Hathor.
Especially significant, she elaborated on the traditional double feather (Swty) crown by
adding Hathor’s insignia of the cow horns and sun-disc to it.
6.1.2 The Two Feathers
The Swty headdress traditionally consisted of two tall, straight falcon plumes set
upon a short, circular modius. The origins of the crown are unclear. Some male gods,
such as Amun and Min, were depicted with these straight plumes, and Hathor was often
pictured with a pair of curved ostrich feathers. Egyptian language did not distinguish
between the two types of feather, so when paired, the ostrich feathers and falcon feathers
were both referred to as Swty, the dual form of Swt, meaning ‘feather.’4 This crown had
been part of queenly insignia since the Thirteenth Dynasty, first appearing on monuments
of Sobekhotep III, whose mother wore the plumes over her vulture headdress.5 The
double-plumed headdress was not widely used until the Eighteenth Dynasty, when it
became one of the primary iconographical markers of queenship.6
The double plumes also had solar connections, sometimes being associated with
the two eyes of Re. In the tomb of Khaemhet (TT 57), an overseer of the granaries of
3
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Upper and Lower Egypt during the reign of Amenhotep III,7 a sun hymn to the god Re
states:
“Thy two plumes (reach) to the sky. Thou seest heaven by means of them, and thou
lookest upon the Nine Bows. Thy east is at thy left eye, and thy west is at thy right
eye, these thy two eyes indeed belonging to thy body together with them, they indeed
being set in thy head like the two plumes.”8
This direct reference to the two plumes as the sun god’s eyes confirms their significance
to the solar cult.
6.1.3 The Hathoric Crown and Hathor’s Solar Associations
Due to the Two Feathers’ strong connection to the eyes of Re, Tiye’s
enhancement of the Swty crown by incorporating Hathor’s cow horns and sun-disc is a
logical progression of the headpiece’s form and function. This is because Hathor was the
female complement to Re in the solar theology. Not only was she the daughter and eye
of Re,9 but she was also the mother of Horus. Her name, Hwt-Hr,10 means ‘House of
Horus,’ referring to the uterine space in which she housed her son, the solar child, before
his birth.11 Lana Troy explains the relationship between Re and Hathor as “a
combination of two complementary generational interactions. Hathor as uterine disc is
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mother to the solar child and daughter to a heavenly father.”12 The paternal role of Re
and the filial role of Horus interacting with both the filial and maternal roles of the
goddess create a continual process of daily transformation and renewal. Moreover,
through Tiye’s inclusion of the sun-disc on the double-plumed crown, she further
enhanced the solar imagery associated with the headpiece by adding to the “symbolic
reference of the two feathers as the two horizons between which the renewal of the sun
takes place.”13
6.1.4 Hathoric Connections in the Tomb of Kheruef (TT 192)
The modified ‘Hathoric’ double-plumed crown first appears in a jubilee scene
from the tomb of Kheruef, the Steward of the Great Royal Wife, Tiye (fig. 24).14 In this
scene, Amenhotep III is clothed in jubilee attire, seated on a throne that is backed by a
vulture, which seems to be embracing him. The goddess Hathor is seated on a throne
behind the king. She wears a menat-necklace around her neck and her signature cow
horns and sun-disc above her head. She also wears a fillet tied around her head with a
uraeus at her brow. The uraeus also wears cow horns and a sun-disc above its head. In
her near hand, Hathor holds notched palm branches that terminate with symbols of the
god Heh, a tadpole, and a shen-sign. The symbol of a palm branch that has been stripped
of its leaves and notched is the hieroglyphic sign for ‘year’ (rnpt), and it is also the
determinative in the word rnpj ‘to be young.’15 A tadpole is the hieroglyphic sign for
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‘one hundred thousand,’16 and the shen-sign is a piece of rope looped and tied in a circle
that represented everything the sun encircled in its daily cycle, i.e. the entire universe.17
Together, these symbols mean ‘many hundreds of thousands of years over the universe.’
Thus, Hathor holding these rnpt staves symbolizes that she is giving a long reign to the
king. The goddess’ other hand is reaching forward and resting on the king’s forward
shoulder, in an intimate embrace.
While Hathor and the king are the focus of the scene, it is his Great Royal Wife,
Tiye, standing behind the two enthroned figures that is the most interesting individual
portrayed. She holds a lily fly-whisk to her breast with her forward hand, and her trailing
arm hangs behind her body and holds a single lotus flower. She wears a tripartite wig
and the most elaborate crown a queen had yet worn in Egyptian art. Her ‘Hathoric’
crown consists of a headband that has a Horus falcon at the back, embracing her head,
and two uraei at her brow, with the near cobra wearing the White Crown of Upper Egypt
and the far cobra wearing the Red Crown of Lower Egypt. The modius of the crown is
circled by more uraei that have sun-discs over their heads. The modius is surmounted by
the double falcon plumes, cow horns, and a sun-disc with two uraei. The inscription in
front of Tiye identifies her as “The principal wife of the king, beloved of him, Tiye, may
she live. It is like Maat following Re that she is in the following of Your Majesty.”18
Due to the preeminence of Hathor in this scene, as well as the Hathoric
performances and the king’s voyage in the solar bark depicted in other parts of this wall
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from Kheruef’s tomb, Edward Wente suggests that the theme of this entire wall was the
sacred marriage between Hathor and the king, who is identified as the sun god.19 If the
king, as a sun god, is married to the goddess Hathor, then surely in other portrayals of the
royal couple, Queen Tiye would be identified or assimilated with Hathor herself. This
may also be seen in the fact that Amenhotep III built a temple at Soleb in Nubia and
dedicated it to both Amun-Re and Nebmaatra,20 Lord of Nubia. Here, Amun-Re was to
represent the solar eye of Horus, while the deified king was the lunar eye.21 To
complement this temple to the deified king, a second temple was built at Sedeinga, just a
few miles north of Soleb. This temple was where Queen Tiye was worshipped as the sun
god’s divine consort, Hathor.22
6.1.5 Summary
Tiye attained a status as Great Royal Wife that was unprecedented in previous
reigns throughout pharaonic history. She is prominent in many scenes and statues of
Amenhotep III’s reign. She is the first queen depicted shaking a sistrum behind the king
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as he offers to a deity23 and the first to wear the Hathoric crown.24 Tiye’s solarization of
the queenship is a direct result of Amenhotep III’s elevation of solar cults and his
pronouncement of himself as a living solar deity. Her enhancement of the double plumes
to form a new Hathoric crown directly identifies her with the goddess, who was both the
consort and daughter of Re and the mother of Horus. Furthermore, the Nubian temples at
Soleb and Sedeinga depict Amenhotep III as both a solar and lunar god and Tiye as the
solar god’s consort, Hathor. Both pharaoh and queen achieve divine status and the right
to be worshipped.
6.2 Nefertiti’s Interpretation of Queenship
Whether or not Amenhotep III shared in a coregency with his son in the last years
of his reign, his thirty-eighth regnal year was his last one,25 and Amenhotep IV became
the sole ruler of Egypt. His wife, Nefertiti, then took over Tiye’s role as Great Royal
Wife, but Tiye still retained her importance as the king’s mother.
6.2.1 The Early Years of Amenhotep IV/Akhenaten’s Reign
Amenhotep IV/Akhenaten continued in the elevation of the solar cult, started by
his father in the previous reign. Many scholars refer to Akhenaten’s Aten worship as
‘monotheism,’ but at least in its early stages, his religion would more accurately be
characterized as henotheism, the worship of one god without denying the existence of
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others.26 He favored the Aten, but he also put emphasis on the other, older solar deities
Re, Re-Harakhty, and Shu.27 The first monument to which the new king ascribed his
name was a gateway at the southern entrance of Karnak temple that had been built by
Amenhotep III, but not decorated before the pharaoh’s death. Amenhotep IV decorated
this gateway with scenes of himself worshipping the god Re-Harakhty.28 Sometimes, ReHarakhty and Aten were even syncretized into Re-Harakhty-Aten, a hawk-headed
anthropomorphic god.29
While Amenhotep IV was incorporating other solar deities into his cult to the
Aten, Nefertiti was not only continuing Queen Tiye’s elevation of and assimilation with
Hathor as the divine consort, but she was further elaborating on the concept. At Karnak,
she wore the Hathoric crown quite frequently.30 And, whereas Tiye was the first queen to
be shown shaking a sistrum with her husband in offering scenes, Tiye was rarely seen in
this manner. Nefertiti took an active role in worship and offering scenes to the Aten.
The sistrum was her instrument of choice as participant in the cult, as documented by one
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of her epithets: “she who pacifies the Aten with her sweet voice, and her two hands
carrying the sistra” (zHtp.t pA itn m xrw nDm m nAy.z Drty nw Xr zSSty).31
The most conclusive piece of evidence that Nefertiti continued and expanded
upon Tiye’s emphasis on assimilating the role of king’s wife with Hathor as the divine
consort of the sun god is shown in the Hwt-bnbn temple at Karnak.32 Although the entire
layout of the temple is still unknown, several piers and scenes from the building have
been reconstructed. They all show Nefertiti as the sole officiant in the worship of and
offering to the Aten (fig. 10). Akhenaten is completely absent, but Princess Meritaten is
usually depicted, on a much smaller scale, standing behind her mother with a sistrum
raised in one of her hands. Nefertiti’s accoutrements in these scenes also show her
connections to Hathor. She either wears the Hathoric crown or raises two bifrontal
Hathor sistra in her hands.
6.2.2 The Amarna Years
Another shift in iconography and ideology occurred when the royal family moved
its residence to Amarna. With the exception of the Boundary Stelae, which still date to
the early years of Akhenaten’s reign, Nefertiti no longer wears the Hathoric crown or
shakes the sistrum in the surviving fragments of scenes from official buildings at
Amarna. In a scene from the Royal Tomb (fig. 18), the queen’s figure was even
reworked from its first version. The original carving showed Akhenaten and Nefertiti in
31
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the early exaggerated style. Nefertiti was depicted on a smaller scale and wearing
Hathor’s sun-disc and cow horns. This version was plastered over in order to recarve the
figures in the more sedate style that was characteristic of Akhenaten’s later years and also
to include one of their daughters in the scene. The recarved version shows Nefertiti on a
larger scale, though still smaller than the king. Here, she wears her signature platform
crown, made famous by her bust in the Ägyptisches Museum in Berlin. However, some
of the plaster has fallen away to reveal the sun-disc and cow horns of her original
headwear.33
Furthermore, the princesses are often shown with sistra in the decorative program
of temples, administrative buildings, and tombs at Amarna. However, there is no variety
of naos and arched Hathoric sistra like the ones found at Karnak. Instead, the sistra
depicted in scenes at Amarna are only of the arched variety, and they replace the Hathor
mask with a simple papyrus umbel.
Although Nefertiti no longer associated herself with Hathor as the divine consort,
and the princesses’ sistra no longer bore the goddess’ effigy, there does not seem to be
any evidence that Hathor was proscribed at Amarna. There were no attempts to alter or
erase the Hathoric elements on the Boundary Stelae, and Tiye continued to be depicted
wearing the Hathoric crown on several monuments in the city, most notably in the tomb
of Huya, the Steward of Queen Tiye.34 Private religious practice at Amarna also seems to
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have continued holding Hathor in reverence, as many amulets, pendants, plaques, and
vessels bearing the goddess’ likeness have been excavated from various parts of the city
(Section 3.2).35
Hathor’s continued presence, albeit in the background and not in any official
capacity, suggests that the change in Nefertiti’s depictions is the result of an elevation in
her own status rather than of the goddess completely losing her importance. Nefertiti
wanted to evolve. She no longer wanted to be associated as merely the king’s consort,
but to be shown as more of an equal to him.36 Nefertiti had always enjoyed a unique
status. In scenes of offering and worship at both Karnak and Amarna, Nefertiti was
usually depicted standing behind her husband, and she was shown in a similar scale to the
king, rather than being much smaller than him. She also enjoyed a special relationship
with the Aten. She was permitted to worship the Aten by herself, as she did in the Hwtbnbn at Karnak, and she receives the divine gift of life from the Aten. In scenes of
royalty offering or worshipping, the Aten always holds ankh and/or w3s signs to both
Akhenaten and Nefertiti. Nefertiti receiving divine recognition, however, is an exception
to the norm for Egyptian art. No other queen had yet been offered this privilege.37
There is more evidence that would suggest that Nefertiti gained a royal and
religious status that was equal to that of the king. She was often shown parallel to the
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king in enthronement scenes,38 on the State Palanquin,39 and walking beside him in
processionals.40 She is also shown in Windows of Appearance scenes with the king in
the tombs of Meryra II41 and Huya.42 In the latter tomb, she even hands out awards
herself. In all of these representations, the scale of Nefertiti’s figure is represented in the
normal proportions of a woman compared with a man. She is slightly smaller, but never
knee-high to the king, as so many queens before her had been depicted.43
Nefertiti also engages in activities that were previously reserved solely for the
king. A talatat block from Amarna shows a fragmentary scene of a royal barge in which
Akhenaten is smiting an enemy inside of a kiosk while Nefertiti stands behind him.44
Two blocks in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston show a similar scene, but this time
Nefertiti is the sole occupant of the kiosk (fig. 22).45 She wears her unique flat-topped
crown, and she takes on the traditional stance of the pharaoh smiting a foreign captive,
but her victim is also a woman. Violent scenes in which the queen is present while the
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pharaoh smites are very rare, but depictions of a queen herself in the act of smiting an
enemy are without precedent in other reigns. Although both Queen Tiye and Nefertiti
appear as female sphinxes trampling female captives, the barge scene in the Museum of
Fine Arts is something that is truly unique to Nefertiti.46
Indicating a divine status for both the king and queen, the hymns to the Aten at
Amarna47 “begin with worship of the Aton, of Akh-en-Aton, and of Nefert-iti. No
distinction is made among these three powers, except for the order in which they are
named. All three are to be worshipped.”48 These hymns suggest that the genderless Aten
sun-disc formed a divine triad with the male pharaoh Akhenaten and his female queen
Nefertiti, and rather than acting as intermediaries to the Aten, the royal couple were
worshipped in their own right alongside the solar deity.
The reconstructed sarcophagus of Akhenaten offers additional evidence for
Nefertiti’s divine status. In the late Eighteenth Dynasty, kings’ sarcophagi featured four
goddesses, one at each corner, who spread their wings around the sarcophagus to protect
the king. The sarcophagi of both Tutankhamun and Horemheb feature the goddesses Isis,
Nephthys, Neith, and Selkhet.49 That of Akhenaten, however, places Nefertiti in the
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guise of these goddesses at the four corners (fig. 26).50 The corner of a fragmentary
granite sarcophagus belonging to an unidentified Amarna princess also bears the likeness
of Nefertiti wearing the Hathoric crown,51 and it is quite likely that the other three corners
did as well.52 Nefertiti’s placement at the corners of these sarcophagi is an unmistakable
indication that she had divine status, and that she was acting, as divine consort and
mother, to protect her husband and daughter in the afterlife, just as the four goddesses
protected Tutankhamun (fig. 27) and Horemheb on their sarcophagi.
6.3 The Return to Orthodoxy under Tutankhamun and Ankhesenamun
Nefertiti attained a status that no previous queen of Egypt had achieved. Perhaps
her iconography was too radical for most Egyptians, as were Akhenaten’s religious and
artistic views in general. When Tutankhamun became king, he returned Egypt to
orthodoxy. He moved the capital back to Memphis, reinstated the Amun cult in Thebes,
and returned to pre-Amarna artistic conventions and iconography.
The artifacts from Tutankhamun’s tomb53 show that Hathor’s insignia were once
again present in the iconography of Ankhesenamun’s queenship. She was shown
wearing the Hathoric crown in several scenes on the small golden shrine, shaking Hathorheaded sistra in three different vignettes, and even holding a personified menat-necklace
in one of her portrayals. These elements once again related the queen with the goddess as
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consort. Although Ankhesenamun retained an elevated status as the king’s wife,
assimilated with the goddess Hathor, she was not a divine being herself, like Nefertiti.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
Conclusion
In examining the change in iconography of sistra from the pre- through postAmarna periods, I hoped to better understand the changing roles of the goddess Hathor
during this time. Queen Tiye’s adoption of Hathoric insignia, in the forms of her
modified Hathoric crown and sistra that bore bifrontal Hathor masks, demonstrates that
Tiye regarded Hathor very highly and that the queen sought to assimilate herself with the
goddess as divine consort to the god Re. This was the direct result of Amenhotep III’s
elevation of the solar cult and his declaration of himself as ‘the dazzling sun,’ a living
deified king. The king and queen’s twin temples at Soleb and Sedeinga furthered their
cause, with each of them taking on the guise of a lunar/solar deity.
Queen Tiye had been afforded privileges and power that were unprecedented for
Egyptian queens. While she was not equal to her husband, she had a prominence in
Amenhotep III’s decorative program that previous queens had not enjoyed. Amenhotep
IV saw how his father had elevated his mother’s queenly status, and he kept this
respectful position for her and gave his own wife, Nefertiti, even more privilege and
power. In the early years of the reign, Nefertiti continued in Tiye’s footsteps,
emphasizing her connections with Hathor as the divine consort of the solar god. By the
time their move to Amarna had been completed, the fully matured theology of the Aten
cult dictated that Nefertiti assume a more significant role. She was not merely the king’s
wife, so assimilation with Hathor was no longer a desirable path for her. Therefore she
stopped being depicted with sistra and the Hathoric crown in official reliefs.
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There is no evidence that this act was intended to erase the formerly revered
goddess from the Amarna theology and artistic landscape. Older representations of
Nefertiti wearing the Hathoric crown and of princesses shaking Hathor-headed sistra
were not defaced in any way, and Queen Tiye continued to wear the Hathoric crown
throughout Akhenaten’s reign. I think this change in the iconography of the sistra and of
Nefertiti’s regalia reflects more on her new, elevated status. She became more of an
equal with the king, taking on more active roles in both the worship of the Aten and in
state affairs. The larger meaning of this equal status was that Nefertiti took on the role of
a goddess in her own right. The Aten was an androgynous deity. Egyptian ideology
revolves around dualities. Every concept has to have equal and opposite parts, male and
female. If the Aten was genderless, then the solar theology had to be completed with
Akhenaten as the male component and Nefertiti as the female component that would
make up a divine triad.
The Egyptians had always considered their pharaoh to be the living embodiment
of the god Horus, but the deification and worship of a living king and queen may have
been too much for the Egyptian people to comprehend. With Tutankhamun, the religious
ideology reverted back to its pre-Amarna state. Ankhesenamun did not depict herself as
an equal to the king. Rather, she took on roles that were more reminiscent of Tiye’s
relationship with Amenhotep III, assimilating herself with the goddess Hathor once again
through the use of the Hathoric crown and Hathor-headed sistra.
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Map 2: The Temple Complex of Amun at Karnak
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76

TABLES
Table 1: Corpus of Objects and Reliefs with Depictions of Sistra1

Object/Relief

Pharaoh

Site
and/or
Museum

Museum
Registration
Number

Thesis
Figure
Number

Bracelet Plaque

A3

MMA

26.7.1339

6

Bracelet Plaque

A3

MMA

44.2.1

7

Scene of Princesses with
Sistra and menat-necklaces

A3

Tomb of Kheruef,
Thebes (TT 192)

NA

8

Door Lintel Depicting
Amenhotep IV and Queen
Tiye

A3

Tomb of Kheruef,
Thebes (TT 192)

NA

9

Nefertiti Pillar Blocks from
the Hwt-bnbn temple

EA

Karnak Temple
(East)

NA

10

Boundary Stela S

EA

Amarna; Fragment
in MFA

NA;
1992.18

11, 12

Balustrade Fragment

LA

Amarna; EMC

TR 30.10.26.12

13

Balustrade Fragment

LA

Amarna; Petrie
Museum

UC401

14

Reconstructed Scene from
Several Small Balustrade
Fragments

LA

Amarna; UPenn

NA

NA

Column Fragment with
Princesses

LA

Amarna; Brooklyn
Museum

35.2000

15

Nefertiti in Ceremonial
Attire with Princess

LA

Amarna;
Ashmolean
Museum

1893.1-41(71)

16

Limestone Panel from Royal
Tomb

LA

Amarna; EMC

TR 10.11.26.4;
SR 13394

17

1

These are not all of the preserved examples from the reigns of Amenhotep III, Akhenaten, and
Tutankhamun. They are only the ones discussed in this thesis in Chapters 4 and 5.
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Table 1: Corpus of Objects and Reliefs with Depictions of Sistra

Object/Relief

Pharaoh

Site
and/or
Museum

Museum
Registration
Number

Thesis
Figure
Number

Relief Scene from Wall A,
Room Alpha, Royal Tomb

LA

Amarna

NA

18

Relief from Tomb of Meryra

LA

Amarna

NA

19

Door Lintel from Tomb of
Panehesy

LA

Amarna

NA

20

West Thickness from Tomb
of Panehesy

LA

Amarna

NA

21

East Thickness from Tomb
of Panehesy

LA

Amarna

NA

22

Vignette AR5 on Small
Golden Shrine

T

Thebes, KV62;
EMC

JE 61481

NA

Vignette AR12 on Small
Golden Shrine

T

Thebes, KV62;
EMC

JE 61481

NA

Vignette CR1 on Small
Golden Shrine

T

Thebes, KV62;
EMC

JE 61481

23

Pair of Statuettes of
Tutankhamun as Ihy

T

Thebes, KV62;
EMC

JE 60731 &
JE 60732

1

Abbreviations:
A3 = Amenhotep III
EA = Early Akhenaten (Karnak and Boundary Stelae)
LA = Later Akhenaten (Amarna)
T = Tutankhamun
EMC = Egyptian Museum, Cairo
KV = Valley of the Kings
MFA = Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
MMA = Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
UPENN = University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology
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Table 2: Timeline of Sistra Forms
Period

Sistra Forms

Old Kingdom
(2649-2134 BCE)

• First appearance of sistra from reign of Teti
(c. 2323-2291 BCE), naos shape with falcon on
top = rebus for Hathor’s name,
Hathor’s image inscribed on handle

Middle Kingdom
(2040-1640 BCE)

• Arched sistrum is referenced in texts – no
preserved examples
• Naos form still in use

New Kingdom
(1550-1070 BCE)

• Earliest depictions of arched sistrum
• Naos form still in use

Other Comments

Amenhotep III:
• Queen Tiye and princesses take more active
roles in worship
• Tiye is first Great Royal Wife to use sistra in
scene of king worshipping
• Arched and naos Hathor-headed sistra in use

• Tiye modifies Swty
crown, adding
Hathor’s cow horns
and sun-disc

Amenhotep IV (Karnak)
• Queen and princesses use sistra frequently
• Queen shown as sole officiant in Hwt-bnbn
temple – wears Hathoric crown and shakes
sistra
• Arched and naos Hathor-headed sistra in use

• Nefertiti wears
Hathoric crown,
adds double uraeai,
which also wear
sun-disc and cow
horns

Akhenaten (Early Amarna)
• Princesses use Hathor-headed arched sistra
• Nefertiti no longer depicted with sistra

• Nefertiti wears
Hathoric crown

Akhenaten (Later Amarna)
• Princesses use arched sistra decorated with
papyrus umbel instead of a bifrontal Hathor
mask.

• Nefertiti no longer
uses Hathoric
regalia
• Tiye wears
Hathoric crown

Tutankhamun
• Queen Ankhesenamun depicted with both
arched and naos Hathor-headed sistra.
• Tutankhamun depicts himself as Ihy, son of
Hathor and Horus, with a Hathor-headed naos
sistrum.

• Queen wears
Hathoric crown and
uses menatnecklace
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FIGURES

Figure 1: Statuette of King Tutankhamun as the God Ihy
The Egyptian Museum in Cairo, JE 60731 (Carter no. 289C)
http://www.globalegyptianmuseum.org/record.aspx?id=14824
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Figure 2: Bronze Statuette of the Goddess Bastet
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 45.4.5
http://www.metmuseum.org/Works_of_Art/collection_database/egyptian_art/bastet_holdi
ng_sistrum//objectview.aspx?OID=100002522&collID=10&dd1=10

Figure 3: Seated Statue of the Chantress Nehy
The Walters Art Museum, 22.106
http://art.thewalters.org/viewwoa.aspx?id=22976
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Figure 4: Sistrum Inscribed with the Name of King Teti
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 26.71450
http://www.metmuseum.org/Works_of_Art/collection_database/egyptian_art/sistrum_ins
cribed_with_the_names_of_king_teti//objectview.aspx?OID=100000049&collID=10&dd
1=10

Figure 5: Two Arched Sistra from the Tomb of Tutankhamun
The Egyptian Museum in Cairo, JE 62010 (Carter no. 075) and JE 62009 (Carter no. 076)
http://www.griffith.ox.ac.uk/gri/carter/076-p0236.html
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Figure 6: Carved Carnelian Bracelet Plaque of Amenhotep III
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 26.7.1339
O’Connor and Cline, eds, Amenhotep III: Perspectives on his Reign, Fig. 4.5

Figure 7: Carved Carnelian Bracelet Plaque of Amenhotep III
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 44.2.1
http://www.metmuseum.org/Works_of_Art/collection_database/egyptian_art/carved_plaq
ue_of_amenhotep_iii//objectview.aspx?OID=100002791&collID=10&dd1=10
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Figure 8: The Daughters of Amenhotep III Playing Sistra
The Epigraphic Survey, The Tomb of Kheruef: Theban Tomb 192, pl. 57

Figure 9: Door Lintel Depicting Amenhotep IV and Queen Tiye Offering to ReHarakhty, Ma’at, Atum, and Hathor
The Epigraphic Survey, The Tomb of Kheruef: Theban Tomb 192, pl. 9
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Figure 10: Reconstructions of the Hwt-bnbn Temple at Karnak
Redford, Akhenaten: The Heretic King, Figs. 6 & 7
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Figure 11: Amarna Boundary Stela S
Davies, The Rock Tombs of El Amarna V, pl. XXVI

Figure 12: Fragment of Boundary Stela S featuring Two Princesses with Sistra
The Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 1992.18
http://www.mfa.org/collections/object/fragment-of-a-boundary-stele-with-nefertiti-andtwo-princesses-46187
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Figure 13: Balustrade Fragment with a Scene of the Royal Family Worshipping
The Egyptian Museum in Cairo, TR 30.10.26.12
Silverman et al., Akhenaten and Tutankhamun: Revolution and Restoration, Fig. 65
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Figure 14: Fragmentary Balustrade Relief of the Royal Family Worshipping
The Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology, UC401
http://petriecat.museums.ucl.ac.uk/detail.aspx?parentpriref=#

Figure 15: Column Fragment with Relief of Princesses with Sistra
The Brooklyn Museum, 35.2000
http://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/3376/Two_Unnamed_Princesse
s/set/97c67343324bf7cafe9525a0cc1cd5a3?referring-q=amarna+princesses
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Figure 16: Nefertiti and Princess Worshipping the Aten
The Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, 1893.1-41(71)
Aldred, Akhenaten and Nefertiti, no. 31

Figure 17: Limestone Panel with a Scene of the Royal Family Worshipping
The Egyptian Museum in Cairo, TR 10.11.26.4, SR 13394
Robins, The Art of Ancient Egypt, Fig. 172
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Figure 18: Wall Scene (and Detail) from the Royal Tomb at Amarna
Bouriant et al, Monuments Pour Servir à l'Étude du Culte d'Atonou en Égypte, pl. I
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Figure 19: Relief from the Tomb of Meryra
Davies, The Rock Tombs of El Amarna I, pl. XXV

Figure 20: Door Lintel from the Tomb of Panehesy
Davies, The Rock Tombs of El Amarna II, pl. V
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Figure 21: West Thickness of the Tomb of Panehesy
Davies, The Rock Tombs of El Amarna II, pl. VII

Figure 22: East Thickness of the Tomb of Panehesy
Davies, The Rock Tombs of El Amarna II, pl. VIII
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Figure 23: Scene from the Small Golden Shrine of Tutankhamun
Troy, “Patterns of Queenship,” Fig. 70
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Figure 24: Relief of Amenhotep III, Hathor, and Tiye from the Tomb of Kheruef
The Epigraphic Survey, The Tomb of Kheruef: Theban Tomb 192, pl. 57
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Figure 25: Nefertiti Smiting a Female Enemy
The Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 64.521 and 63.260
http://www.mfa.org/collections/object/talatat-river-scene-with-royal-barges-and-towboats-46198

Figure 26: Fragment of Akhenaten’s Sarcophagus, Featuring Nefertiti at the Corner
Ägyptisches Museum, Berlin, inv. no. 14 524
Arnold, The Royal Women of Amarna, Fig. 85
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Figure 27: The Sarcophagus of Tutankhamun
Arnold, The Royal Women of Amarna, Fig. 86
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